
 

 

  

 
How Sites Are Cleaned Up 
The rules describing the cleanup process at a hazardous waste site are in 
chapter 173-340 WAC.  The following is a general description of the steps taken 
during the cleanup of an average hazardous waste site.  Consult the rules for the 
specific requirements for each step in the cleanup process. 

1. Site Discovery 

Sites where contamination is found must be 
reported to Ecology’s Toxics Cleanup 
Program within 90 days of discovery, unless 
it involves a release of hazardous materials 
from an underground storage tank system.  
In that case, the site discovery must be 
reported to Ecology within 24 hours.  At this 
point, potentially liable persons may choose 
to conduct independent cleanup without 
assistance from the department, but cleanup 
results must be reported to Ecology.  

  2. Initial Investigation 
Ecology is required to conduct an initial 
investigation of the site within 90 days of 
receiving a site discovery report.  Based on 
information obtained about the site, a decision 
must be made within 30 days to determine if the 
site requires additional investigation, emergency 
cleanup, or no further action.  If further action is 
required under the Model Toxics Control Act, 
Ecology sends early notice letters to owners, 
operators and other potentially liable persons 
inviting them to work cooperatively with the 
department. 

 

4. Hazard Ranking 
The Model Toxics Control Act requires that sites be ranked 
according to the relative health and environmental risk each 
site poses.  Working with the Science Advisory Board, 
Ecology created the Washington Ranking Method to 
categorize sites using data from site hazard assessments.  
Sites are ranked on a scale of 1 to 5.  A score of 1 
represents the highest level of risk and 5 the lowest.  
Ranked sites are placed on the state Hazardous Sites List. 

  3. Site Hazard 
Assessment 
A site hazard assessment is 
conducted to confirm the presence 
of hazardous substances and to 
determine the relative risk the site 
poses to human health and the 
environment. 

     

5. Remedial Investigation/Feasibility Study 
 A remedial investigation and feasibility study is conducted to define the extent and magnitude of 
contamination at the site.  Potential impacts on human health and the environment and alternative 
cleanup technologies are also evaluated in this study. Sites being cleaned up by Ecology or by 
potentially liable persons under a consent decree, agreed order or enforcement order are required to 
provide for a 30 day public review before finalizing the report. 
    

 

6. Selection of Cleanup Action
Using information gathered during the study, a 
cleanup action plan is developed.  The plan 
identifies preferred cleanup methods and specifies 
cleanup standards and other requirements at the 
site.  A draft of the plan is subject to public review 
and comment before it is finalized. 

  7. Site Cleanup 

Actual cleanup begins when the cleanup action 
plan is implemented.  This includes design, 
construction, operation and monitoring of 
cleanup actions.  A site may be taken off the 
Hazardous Sites List after cleanup is 
completed and Ecology determines cleanup 
standards have been met. 
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